THE AGE OF MACHINERY
sweated labour. Nevertheless spinning was a useful addition
to the family income, and the loss of it meant that farm
labourers became entirely dependent on their own scanty
earnings in agriculture. Even more distressing was the situa-
tion of the hand-loom weavers. The story of their sufferings
constitutes the most melancholy chapter in the history of
the inventions. It is the classic example of the triumph of
economic progress at the expense of social welfare.
At first the hand-loom weavers benefited by the inven-
tions. They profited by the enormous output of yarn from
the spinning factories, and as a result of the increased demand
for their services they reaped a harvest of high wages. The
muslin weavers of Bolton may be cited in illustration of their
flourishing condition, though the prosperity of other weavers
was much more subdued. 'The trade was that of a gentle-
man/ a witness informed a parliamentary committee. 'They
brought home their work in top boots and ruffled shirts,
carried a cane, and in some instances took a coach.5 Many
weavers at that time, we are told, 'used to walk about the
streets with a five-pound Bank of England note spread out
under their hatbands; they would smoke none but long
"churchwarden" pipes, and objected to the intrusion of any
other handicraftsmen into the particular rooms in the public-
houses which they frequented. This prosperity did not
continue, and few operatives endured greater privations
than the hand-loom weavers of Bolton for the succeeding
fifty years.'
Among the factors responsible for the distress of the hand-
loom weavers the most important was the drastic fall in
wages. The wages of a weaver in many cases declined (1797-
1833) nearly 80 per cent. The report of the hand-loom
commissioners published in 1840 showed that weavers all
over England were earning from five to seven shillings a
week, sometimes a trifle more but sometimes even less; they
were also said to be out of work one-third of their time. The
weavers' union estimated in 1828 that the minimum
amount sufficient to keep a man, his wife and three children,
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